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Introduction
Bhakti Literature as a Protest 
Literature: 
The	term	‘Protest’	is	changing	with	




against unjust economic, social, and 
History of Protest Literature in India: 





“Better is to live one day virtuous and meditative than to live a hundred years immoral and 
uncontrolled” (The Buddha)
Bhakti movement in India has been a path-breaking phenomenon that provided a solid shape 
and an identifiable face to the abstractions with the help of vernacular language. As a religious 
movement, it emphasized a strong personal and emotional bond between devotees and a 
personal God. It has come from the Sanskrit word Bhaj- ‘to share’. It began as a tradition of 
devotional songs, hagiographical or philosophical – religious texts which have generated a 
common ground for people of all the sects in the society to come together. As counterculture, it 
embraced into its fold all sections of people breaking the barriers of caste, class, community, 
and gender. It added an inclusive dimension to the hitherto privileged, exclusivist, Upanishadic 
tradition. It has provided a very critical outlook on contemporary Brahminical orthodoxy and 
played a crucial role in the emergence of modern poetry in India. This paper elaborates on the 
positioning of the Bhakti Movement in the context of Protest narratives in India.
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religious situations. It may be because 




when a man confronts an unjust and 













more egalitarian religion- Islam which 
was	introduced	by	the	Mulsim	invasion.	
Literature Review
Andrew Schelling, Oxford 
Anthology	of	Bhakti	Literature.	OUP	
India. 2011 is used to source many 





















the Saints of India, argue on the basic 
element of Religiosity of Bhakti saints 
Bhakti traditions and their literature 
have	had	a	deep	impact	on	Indian	




in gendered terms. The injustices of 
class and caste are a frequent subject 
of	concern.	The	vernacular	poets	from	
different castes, regions, and religions 
created	a	bountiful	corpus	of	literature	
since the eighth century AD in the 
form	of	metrical	compositions,	poems,	
songs, vachanas, bhajans, keertanas, 
and padams.	A	heterogeneous	group,	






had been associated, on the whole, 
with	enormous	democratization	of	
literary	language;	had	pressed	the	
cultural forms of caste hegemony 
in	favor	of	the	artisans	and	peasants	








across the subcontinent in different 


















itself questioned the Brahmanism 














different modes of describing- Bhakti 
as	a	social	movement	and	Bhakti	as	a	
personal	devotion.	He	says	that	all	the	





inherently.  Satchidanandan, K. in  
“REFLECTIONS:	Kabir	Today.”	Indian	
and their socio-economic realities in the 
larger	context	of	contemporary	Indian	
milieu.	John	Stratton	and	Howley	in	
Three Bhakti Voices: Mirabai, Surdas, 













Bhakti cult in North India and how 
it	has	helped	unite	the	people	from	






and time and the unifying factor of both 
the	poets	in	the	form	of	Bhakti	poetry	
as	the	form	of	revolt	and	protest.	K.	
Damodar Rao and Madabhushanam in 
the	‘Bhakti	Movement	and	Literature’			
discusses that as counterculture Bhakti 
movement	embraced	into	its	fold	all	
sections	of	people	breaking	the	barriers	
of caste, class, gender, and region. It 
performed	a	subversive,	reformatory	
function that changed the dynamics 
of	worship	at	the	religious	level	and	









many decades and centuries, are labeled 
anti-Indian which adds into their woes. 
Emergence and Growth
The	emerging	Bhakti	movement	













Kabir, Guru Nanak, Dadu Dayal, 
Mira Bai, Tulsidas, Sur Das, Maluk 
Das, Sundardas and Narsinh Mehta,  
Birbhan.





















Dense Desolate Pathway: Routes of 
Bhakti	in	Medieval	Indian	Literature”	









consider Bhakti as a reorientation of 
Vedic	Aryan	precepts	or	historians	
treats Bhakti as a reaction to the 
impact	of	Islam,	we	cannot	but	simply	
feel	uneasy	about	parochial	myopia.	
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against idolatry, the rigors of caste and 
showed in their writings he futility of 
such	practices.	They	believed	in	the	
love	that	transcends	all.	This	initial	
literature echoes the need for social 











Bhakti and Social Protest
The question that lingers here 
is whether the message of bhakti is 
a	message	of	social	protest.	Is	the	




coexist with Brahminical Hinduism 
even	if	it	does	not	endorse	it?
On the one hand, it seems clear 
that	a	poet	like	Ravidas	raises	crucial	
questions about the social order. His 
perception	of	Brahmins	and	others	set	





Granth Sahib. His most famous writings 
include	his	dohas	or	couplets.
Sant	Eknath	was	a	prominent	
Marathi saint, scholar and religious 
poet	of	the	Varkari	sampradaya.	In	
the	development	of	Marathi	literature,	




Guru Nanak was the last to come 
in the line of the Nirguna Bhakti 
poets	-	the	“Sants”	as	they	were	called	
popularly	He	also	became	the	founding	







Sant Narsinh Mehta, also known 







Importance of Bhakti Literature 
















awareness, ideologies, and sensibilities 
expressed	in	the	Bhakti	Movement	and	
its literature are more closely related 
to culture and society of its times than 









The most challenging dimension 
here is that Bhakti  literature is 
experience	–	based.	Here	‘experience’	
takes	precedence	over	‘speculation’.	To	
Dalit writers, history is not illusionary 
but	the	firsthand	experience.	That	is	
why	authenticity	and	liveliness	have	





the history of Indian culture, literature, 
and	society	believe	that	the	process	of	
building	up	of	nationalities	started	in	
the 11th and 12th centuries in India. 
belonging to other sectors of society 
than their own. He insists that
A family that has a true follower of 
the	Lord
Is neither high caste now the low 
case,	lordly	or	poor.
The number of times he refers 
to	his	caste	position	suggests	that	he	
was always mindful of it. On the other 
hand,	he	does	not	propose	any	religious	
legislation that would change the 





seems to be not so much that God 
desires to reform society as that he 







And he often dwells on the miracle that 
God	has	come	to	him	as	an	implicit	sign	
of how remarkable it is that the holy 
should touch any human life. 
As a result of the Bhakti 
Movement,	the	process	of	building	up	
various	regional	languages	quickened	
and the foundation was laid for the 
growth of modern Indian languages. 
Free from Sanskrit, Pali, Prakrit, 
and Apabhransha, literature in 
regional languages entered into a new 
phase	of	growth	and	development.	
44
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Bhakti	Movement	especially	concerning	
the rise of regional literature and 









Why the Bhakti Movement is the 

















were different. There is a strong 
connection	between	Bhakti	Movement	
literature and literature of Protest in 




twentieth century. Rooted in the age and 
The emergence of nationalities meant 
the beginning of the dissolution of 
feudalism, the growth of mercantile 
capitalism	and	regional	languages	and	
literature.	Changes	in	the	economic	
base of society bring about changes in 
the	balance	and	relationship	between	
various	social	classes.	During	the	early	







and literature. The classes which 
are affected by this new change in 
economic growth and relations of 
production	play	a	very	important	role	
in literature, art, and culture. There is 
a	very	close	relationship	between	the	
Bhakti	Movement	and	literature	on	
the one hand and the socio-economic 
changes	taking	place	at	the	beginning	of	
the 12th century on the other. 
Some of the major aspects of 


















real. Among such senses are taste and 
touch, but the standard-bearer is sight. 


















eyes with which we are accustomed to 
seeing.
The Saguna Saints 
The other side of the bhakti family 
tree features saints of a markedly 
different	persuasion.	They	are	the	
saguna	group,	who	affirm	that	what	
makes for illusion in this world has 
less to do with our senses as such 
than	with	the	uses	to	which	we	put	
them: we construct our fantasies and 
delusion	from	the	inside	out,	driven	
by	appetite	and	desire.	Given	this	
the soil their literature is unique in that 
each	of	them	bears	his/her	unique	stamp	
of a distinct idiom in their dialogue 
with God who is like any other human 
being as He exchanged the roles of a 
lover,	beloved,	companion,	benefactor,	
and	guide.	The	main	objectives	of	
this study are to include the following 



















brilliance of the sun




belong to a single branch of the family 
tree	of	medieval	Indian	devotional	
saints: the nirguna branch. They insist 
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infant	he	was	capable	of	miraculous	
feats against threatening demons; as a 
young	man	he	defeated	the	evil	king	
who	had	usurped	the	throne	of	Mathura,	
the city at the heart of Braj, not far 
south	of	Delhi;	and	as	a	mature	figure,	
he	played	a	critical	advisor	role	in	the	





background for the major concerns of 
Sur	and	Mira.	It	is	Krishna’s	playful,	
amorous side that draws them.
Some	examples:
A family that has a true follower of 
the	Lord
Is neither high caste now low case, 
lordly	or	poor.	(Ravidas)




































with its array of icons, encourages this 
miracle	to	happen	as	worshipers	come	
to	have	“sight”	(darsan)	of	the	divinities	





images but in full self-manifestations 
that	have	rescued	and	inspired	history	
from age to age. No one denies that 
God exceeds what humans can imagine, 
but insofar as the remedying of our 
error and misery is concerned, saguna 
thinkers	find	it	more	important	and	
more remarkable that God meets us in 
the world we inhabit, stretching our 
sense	of	what	is	possible.	





Sur and Mira this is Krishna, the god 
whose	playful	childhood	is	proverbial	
in India and whose amorous youth 
and maturity exert a sweet fascination. 
Krishna has a heroic side too: as an 
47
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things this is to challenge a major way 
in	which	Hindus	have	conceptualized	
the religious heritage that makes them 
who	they	are:	sanātana	dharma,	the	idea	
that	Hinduism,	often	interpreted	not	as	a	
doctrinal system but as a way of life, is 


















language, so it was no mystery that 
these	Bhakti	poet-singers	and	others	












language, so it was no mystery that 
these	Bhakti	poet-singers	and	others	
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